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On Reading Eihel-roku* ol

A spring night -- shadowed midnight

The spring rain, snow mingled, pours down on bamboo in the
garden,

Inconsolably lonely

My hands search out the Eihel-roku in the darkness.

On the table, under the bright window,

I light some incense, light the lamp, then quietly open and read.

"To drop off body and mind" simply means fidelity to one's own
nature,

Truth shown in a thousand forms, ten thousand aspects, as though
a dragon played with a jewel.

One who 1is really accomplished can capture a tiger

And will lock just like Sakyamuni Buddha,

I remember that in former days when I was at E ntsuj

My teacher showed me the Shobo g@nzo,

In those days I felt I really had been enlightened

And so sought audience and close gulidance.

But realizing more and more that heretofore I had exerted my own
strength,

I left masters to travel afar.

what fateful connection have I with Dogen?

The Shobo genzo guides me in everything.

How many years have I been following you?

I have come home, forgotten circumstances, and given myself over
to detatched idleness.

Now I take up this record and consider it quiletly,

It really is distinct from the things round about.

No one even inquires whether it is a gem or common stone,

It has been left to gather dust for filve hundred years

Only because men lack eyes to discern the Law.

For whose sake is all this eloquence offered?

To one who loves the past, the present is cutting, a cause of
heartache.

By the lamp all night my tears; unchecked,

Dampened the enlightened master's work.

The next day my elderly neighbor came to my thatched hut
And asked me how the book had gotten wet.

Though I tried I could not speak, my mind too exhausted,
My heart ever more palned, I couldn't explain.

I bowed my head a moment -- then found words;

"Last night's rain dripped in and wet the bookshelf."

* Eihel-roku may indicate either the Efheiskoroku (10 vols.) or the Eihei-
jitsuroku suroku (1 vol.), Bbth were records of D8gen's words and deeds as compiled
by his disciples. Eihei is used to refer to Dogen, since it was he who founded
the Eiheiji. It also seems possible that Ryokan is here referring to the

Shéb3 genz8 itself.
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This poem begins, as do many of RyBkan's lyrical poems, with a descrip-
tion of the night--the season, the weather, the garden, and then moves on to
tell of Ryokan's own mood and activities. In this instance however, the poem
does not end when he turns to his book, but takes up the contents of the book
and the train of thought it has prompted. Lines 13-16 speak of a change in
Rydkan's outlook, a movement away from his early belief that truth is fully
comprehensible if one perseveres along the prescribed path, to an awareness of
the necessity of dropping off also the desire to attain enlightment, as in line
20. He has devoted himself to Dogen, as to a living master, and trusts in him
as he does in karmic law. In this poem again, we seem to see a fusion of the
two approaches to enlightenment/salvation: through arduous self discipline
(jiriki), and through the popular, 'easy way' of trust in the power of another
(tariki). In lines 15-20 he semms to reccomend the tariki approach, but as he
laments the neglect of Dogen's writings, one realises that to reach a state of
selflessness, a resolve which can only be made by the individual is required.
The poem ends with a tension- relieving twist, bringing us back from the som-
ber world of late night reflection to the easier world of day. The neighbor's
entrance brings a new perspective to the reader and to Ryakan, who becomes a-

bashed about his emotional lapse from detatchment.

Abstract and paradoxical, but just as concerned with religion are the
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following poems;

Before listening to the Way you should wash your ears,®
Otherwise the Way is hard to keep.

Why should one wash out the ears?

Because there should be no knowledge.

Even the slightest bit of knowledge

Will bar you from the Way.

If it agrees with one's own view wrong seems right,
If it differs from one's own view, right seems wrong,
Though we have innate standards of right and wrong,
The Way transcends them,

Concealing a rock with water

Is an ineffective subterfuge.

$ % & ¥ & ¥ & »
Is there a house where they don't eat?
Wwhy don't they know themselves?
If I spoke thus
Everyone nowadays would laugh.

* As did the legendary Chinese recluse Ch'ao Fu when offered the throne by
Sage Emperor Yao.



Rather than laugh at my words,

You should withdraw and think about them.

If you think about them ceaselessly,

There i1s sure to come a time when you ought to laugh.

Both of these poems are about the nature of truth. The first centers
on its irrelevance to ordinary knowledge, reasoning and self-interest, and
points out in its final cryptic couplet that no amount of rationalization can
alter the Absolute or one's ignorance of it. In the second poem Ryokan returns
to the idea of the importance of life sustaining food. Both life itself and
the food which makes it possible are wonders which should not be taken for
granted, but contemplated if one wishes to understand the nature of existence,
The final quartrain of this poem suggests that the poem is meant to function

as an instruction. Contemplation of it, as of a koan, can spark enlightenment,

The next poem refers explicitly to the practice of meditation, but its
o

effect is entirely different from that of the preceeding poems.

When I close my eyes at evening amid the mountains
The myriad concerns of men become empty.
Silent upon the cushion,
Alone before the empty window.
Late in the dark night the incense burns out,
My robe a single layer against the pale, heavy dew,
I rise from meditation to walk about the garden--
The moon has climbed the highest peak.
This poem draws the reader into the poet's private space, within the three in-

sulating layers of closed lids, evening darkness, and surroundiﬁg mountains.
The details of sensation add to this feeling of intimacy--silence, incense,
the dampening robe. Thus we are prepared to feel exalted with him when he
goes out of the hut to find the moon, a symbol of Buddhist truth, ascending
the skye.

The following two poems are in a similar vein. Although they do not mention
zazen, their tone, tranquil and yet sensitively perceptive, makes it clear
that they originate from the same meditative mood. Thelr depiction of the
poet's surroundings includes more natural elments than does the preceeding
poem, but the plants, birds, and insects are not presented in opposition to
human constructions. It is rather that they, with the cottage, compose Ryokan's
.

environment. The comment Burton Watson has made with regard to Wang el has

* Wang Wei 699-759, was a noted author of contemplative nature poetry.
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a degree of applicabllity here.bo

- « ohe gives the impression of viewing the landscape with perfect
Buddhist passivity, not seeking to see anything at all, but merely
allowing whatever may lie within the scope of vision to register
upon his mind.

Ryokan's poems;61

Night is cold in a monk's bare cell

Where incense has long been burning,.

A hundred straight bamboos outside the door

Some books on the bed.

Moonshine illumines half the window,

Insect calls highlight the surrounding silence.
Within myself an infinity of meaning

In the face of which there i1s nothing I need say.

So lonesome, with spring already ending,

All is still, the gate long locked,

Beneath skyward-reaching wisteria and bamboo is a dimness
Where medicinal herbs’ luxuriance hides the stairs.

For some time my begging bag and bowl have hung on the wall,
The incense burner stands smokeless.

Pure and well ordered is this immaterial region

As all evening hototogisu call.,

A further step removed from formal discussion of religion, but also a
product of the same sprit is this poem.e2

Its rustic gate long unlocked

But rarely visited nonetheless -- my quiet garden.
After the summer rains oak leaves innumérable

Dot the emerald moss.

This poem is an example of that portion of RySkan's work which I find most
satisfying. The images are drawn from nature. The images he selects tend to
be quiet ones. Oak leaves and moss provide not an eye-catching, but a subtle
contrast of colors. This is in keeping with the theme we have noticed before,
Ryokan's belief that truth is most discernible in ordinary things, although
most people overlook them because of their familiarity. But one cannot say
that this poem or many of those which follow are passively objective. Ryokan
chooses his images so that the reader will react to the poem. He endeavors to
create a crystallization of the absolute reality he experiences, The next

group of translations are further examples of his lyricalemystical mode.63
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Evening in Autumn

The scenery of autumn, so desolate,

I go out the gate and find the wind grown chill.

A lone village in the mist--

People returning home by the bridge in the fields-=
Aged crows gather in an old tree.

Geese fly slantwise vanishing into the distant skye.
There is only a black robed priest

who lingers on and on before the dusky river.

Comparing Grasses

Wwith the children I've again contested the beauties of a hundred
grasses,

Arguing their merits back and forth, ever more elegantlye.

Evening is lonely, but after the children go home,

The single disk of the full moon crowns the autumne

Done with begging alms in town,

I return satisfled, dangling my sack.
Return, but to where?

MY home is at the frontier of white clouds.

Every peak frozen solid and covered with snow

Every path without a trace of human passage

Every day nothing but meditation, face to the wall,
Sometimes hearing at the window the skittering of snow.

Gogoan

Desolate Gogoan

A cell bare as a gonge.

Outside the door a cryptomeria forest,

The wall hung with poems in praise of Buddha.
Dust sometimes gathers in the kettle,

Smoke never rises through the steamer.

vet an old man from the village to the east
Often comes knocking on the moonlit gate.

Bearing a load of firewood I descend the green mountain
on a lush mountain path that is anything but smooth.
Sometimes T catch my breath beneath a tall pine tree
ind listen quietly to spring bird songse.
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L
Mid August

wWwhere to escape the steaming, blazing heat?
One place I love is the Izuruta Shrine.
Here cicadas'® trilling fills the eary

Here the forest exhales a cool breeze.

Ten feet square but awfully lonely,

This house where whole days pass without a glimpse of humankind.
Sitting alone in this quiet spot under the window,

I hear only the leaves' incessant fall.

Awesome and mysterious, the long-lasting night--
Its pale dew dampens my robe.

Insects somewhere at the edge of the garden--
Thelr calling the only sound.

Tiving in a house deep in the forest

Where the green ivy lengthens year after year
I feel no pressure from people'’s problems,
Though sometimes I hear the woodcutters® songs.
In the sunlight I mend my surplicey

By moonlight I read Buddhist hymns,

A word to those on the path of truthjg

Success does not depend on numbers.

Since I set foot on the Ts'ao Valley path®**

A thousand peaks have barred my gate.

Dark are the aged, wisteria veiled trees,

Chill are the dimly seen, cloud enshrouded crags,
Little by little the night dews rot my staff

And smoke of many dawns has aged my surplice.
Year after year no one comes to. ask about me
Year after year.

%

Literally, The Sixteenth Day of the Seventh Lunar Month. Izuruta Shrine

5 in the village of Shimazaki, where Ryokan spent the last five years of his

%

patriarch, Hul Neng, settled. Thus, since Ryokan became a monk.

32.

life.

A valley in the Shao-chou district of Kwantung province, where the Sixth Ch'an
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The rainy season-~dark and obscure,

My cassock is chilly, never drye.

The roof left to vanish in the weeds,

The fence left to be ravished by climbing vines,

Though I can speak I am as silent as a stick,

And heartlessly shut the gate for long stretches of time.
All day in an enclosed room

Sitting alone and thinking of Nothingness.

Summer Night

Very late on a summer night

Bamboo dew drips onto the brushwood gate.

The mortar now silent in the house to the west,

The grass is dew damp 1in the hermit's three-pathed garden.®
Frogs' volces far away, then near,

Fireflies glimmer low down, then take flight.

Waking once I sleep nc more

But stroke my pillow and muse on the awesomenesse.

Composed Impromptu on an Autumn Night

Awake, able to sleep no more

I take up my staff and go out the brushwood door.

Autumn insects chirp beneath the flagstomes

And falling leaves depart the chill branches.

The valley so deep that the sound of water is made distant,
The mountains so high that the moon rises late.

So long have I been standing lost in thought

That bright drops have bedewed my robe.

Lonely hilltops. Alone in my hut at night

As sleet falls my thoughts are gloomy.

Black monkeys cry in the mountain ash trees,

The cold valley locks in the burbling sound of water.
The single lamp is frozen before the window,

The inkwell dry near the head of the bed.

A11 night awake, unsleeping,

Breathing on my brush to write a trifling verse.

» A reference to Chiang Yu.who became a recluse rather than serve in Wang Mang's

(reigned 9-22 A.D.) government. He cleared three paths in the bamboo grove a-
round his hut and there entertained friends who held similar principles.

33.
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Autumn Composition

Near the year's end in a makeshift hut,

A hut at the edge of a rural village,

Under the chill and desolate rain

Fallen leaves cover the empty stairs.

In a spirit of Emptiness I turn a hymnal's pages,
Writing, at times, verses of my own,

Once in a while a sturdy lad comes

To escort me to dinner in the village.

Early Autumn Composition

A night of heavy rain in the rural village

Drove the fierce heat from my morning cottage.

Through the window chips of jade, colors of distant mountains.
Beyond the door a filament of glossy silk, the clear river's strean.
Beneath the cliff a crystal clear spring bathes my weary ears,

In the treetops chill cicadas cry of autumn.

Anticipating, I take my staff for an experimental stroll,

The coming season's winds and moon, soon to be savored.

Frigid winter, the eleventh lunar month.

As evening approached the snow fell thick and fast,
At first I wondered if it was salt scattering down.
In mid storm like willow cotton flying,

Pouring down on bamboo it sets up a quiet rustle,
Clinging to the pines it'is solemn and wonderful.
Yet uninclined to turn to my books,

Hidden in the darkness I write a hermit's poem.

Lotus

I wonder how long ago

They left the Western Paradise?

Their white petals deep in dew,

Their green leaves covering the circular pond,

A freshly scented breeze sweeps over the railing.

So cooling to'watch it come trembling over the water.
Although the sun has already fallen into the hills before mey
Tranquil, entranced, I do not go home.

On a clear midnight
I take up my staff and go outside.
Wisteria and ivy linked to each other,
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The stony path all twists and turns.

Nesting birds twitter on ther branches,

Black monkeys howl on either side,

Far in the distance I spy the Tower of Infinity,*
When I reach the clearing on the hilltop
Every old pine seems to be a mile highe.

From the cold spring a clear draught burbles,
From the heavens blows a constant breeze.

A lone disk hangs in the dark skye.

Leaning for a while against the high railing
I float and soar like a crane in the clouds.

Seated on a rugged boulder

Chin in hand I look out on mist and clouds.

Smoke=-like clouds in a thousand, myriad layers.

A treasure towef'suspended among them gleams in the sun.
Below is the spring of the dragon king

Where one can cleanse both mind and face.

Above, a thousand year old pine

Where pure winds pass all daye.

Who can transcend his earthly bonds

Come here and accompany me through the vastness?

Tattered clothes, ragged robes,

My life itself a tattered rag,

Scraps of food scrounged on the wayside,

A house left completely to mugworts and pigweeds.
Watching the moon I wail all night,

Wandering among the blossoms, never going hoéme.
As soon as I had left the monastery

I strayed and took up these dullards wayse

Desireless, one finds all satlsfactory,

But when one makes demands, one suffers lack of everything.
Simple greens can assuage hunger,

Priestly robes manage to cover one's nakedness.

Walking alone, tame deer for companions,

Singing aloud, the village children join in.

For washing the ears, there's water beneath the rock.

As balm for the heart, the pines on the mountain top.

* Muryokaku, metaphorical, but perhaps as well a building in a temple across
valley, or at the top of the hill he is climbing.

*® USto or Hokyointo, a type of pagoda.

the



I have set apart the following pozms because their central concern is

not with Ryokan's daily meditative activity but with other people, places and

timese.

They are not merely occasional poems whose interest depends on knowledge

of the circumstanees of their composition, but they do seem to be related to

specific events, unlike the above poems with their variations on the theme of

meditation. The first poem64 tells of a visit to the grave of Omori Shin,

Ryokan's teacher, who had died while Ryokan was in Bitchu. The grave is at the

Manpukuji in Okozu village in the Santo district of Nilgata prefecture.

On Visiting Shiyo's Grave

Which of the old graves? Perhaps 1t is this one,
Thick with grass in the spring sun.

By the Narrow River 1 traveled long ago

Earnest and anxious to be with him.

My old friends, one by one, have faded and fallen away,
And the town undergone many changes,

Life really is like a dream,

Locking back, it has been thirty yearse.

The second is perhaps set in Omori‘'s school, where Ryakan was a boarding

student.65

Long Winter Nights

¥y clearest childhood memory

Is of reading in an empty hall,

Refilling the lamp several times

And still not minding the length of the winter night.

The next recounts a visit to the hermitage of his friend Yugan (d. 1808),

who was also a monk.66 Yugan's hermitage, the Tanomoan, was in Oshimamura,

Minamikanbara district, Niigata prefecture.

Looking at Blossoms on the Way to Tanomoan

Peach blossoms have opened like a mist along the banks,
The spring stream flows indigo about the village.
Gazing at peach blossoms I stroll along its course--
There's my old friend's houge on the eastern bank!

There is no indication as to whom the next poem was sent, or if it was ac-

tually sent at all.

67

Appeal for Rice

Dreary and bleak is this ten by ten room,

This body age-withered, crumpled by time.

The dark winter most painful of all,

Bitter and painful, too trying to recount in detail.

36.
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Sipping gruel I pass the frigid nights,
Counting days-~how slow the sunlit spring.
What other way to surviwve this time

But to beg some measure of rice?

Contemplation earns no livelihood

So I write a poem and send it to an old friend,

Although Ryakan later deplored the worldliness of clerics, it would seem

from the following poem that he was not completely anti-social during his res=~

idence at Entsﬁji.68'

We climb the hill at Entsuji, the summer forest fresh.

I reccomend a cup of sake as rellef from the season's warmth.

The keg empty, we're inspired to write Chinese prose and verse,
The heat's forgotten, then we hear the voice of the evening bell.

I shall close with a poem in which Ryokan speaks of his relation to human
soclety as well as to the Absolute. The body of the poem seems to depict the
Ryokan of popular imagination--a dear old monk wandering through the pleasant
countryside., But near the end he calls into question his own way of life, as
it must look frivolous to those occupied with farm work. His answer to this

question is open to interpretation as an admission of failure, or as an affir-

mation of his choice.eg'

The east wind blew in a seasonable shower

Last night to pour down on the reed thatch.

The househeclder within, sound asleep on his pillow,
What knows he of the floating world's schemes?
Green hills suddenly revealed at dawn,

Spring birds singing on their branches.

I too leave my hut

Lighthearteqd, wondering where to go.

The river on the plain travels on to water distant regions.
Lovely flowers shine on the green hillside.

There's an old man leading an ox,

And a young man shouldering a plow.

The four seasons pass without tarrying for a moment
And every man has his appointed task,

Aah, but me, what am I doing-?

Forever keeping watch at my old garden gate.
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